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In this dissertation, the author, on his own initiative, suggests a field 
approach from the perspectives of linguistics, physics, cultural studies, 
psychology and cognitive science. Such approach is applied to the 
study of communication, and especially intercultural communication 
between Chinese and Westerners. This attempt aims at understanding 
the complex mechanism through which communication takes place in 
social-cultural and other communication-sensitive contexts, and such 
theoretically new approach involves the obligation of setting 
communication into its proper framework, i.e., the study of the casual 
relations among all the elements and their mutual influence and 
determination in human communication, characterized by 
multidimensionality and multi-determination. 
Differences in cultural properties of the participants bring about 
intercultural communication, and in this sense, instead of a 
comprehensive study of all the elements of a communication field, the 
author mainly focuses on the discussion of participants and their 
interaction and determination with other elements and factors related 
to the communication field. An in-depth analysis is conducted by the 
author in order to testify that Field-dependent vs. Field-independent in 
cognitive patterns should be the most basic difference between 
Chinese and Westerners, and such distinction is used in the further 
micro studies of intercultural communication between Chinese and 
Westerners. 
In Chapter One, the author presents an overview of this 















of his research. Two key terms are defined in this introduction. The 
author, in Chapter Two, first reviews the literature concerning the 
development and main approaches of communication studies. The 
paper selects three communication theories, and discusses the major 
elements of communication. On this basis, the Field Theory is 
introduced and a field approach is applied to communication studies. 
In the third chapter, the concept of “intercultural particles” is posed 
followed by the discussion of cultural properties of communication 
participants. Then the differences of intercultural particles are 
thoroughly discussed and emphasis falls on the cognitive differences 
between Chinese and Westerners with a field approach, and it ends 
with the most remarkable and significant distinction, Field Dependent 
vs. Field Independent, between Chinese and Westerners. The author 
attempts the application of such distinction to intercultural 
communication studies in Chapter Four. After a short review of the 
literature on intercultural communication, the author furthers the 
cognitive distinction to three aspects as interpersonal relations 
including studies of face and Guanxi, communication styles with 
context, and the concept and use of time. Some well-known 
comparisons between Chinese and Westerners, including different face 
strategies, Chinese preference for Guanxi, high vs. low context and 
polychronic vs. monochronic time, are involved and restudied with a 
special emphasis on the Field Dependent vs. Field Independent 
distinction and its consequent manifestation in intercultural 
communication. Finally, the author summarizes this dissertation and 
suggests future research plans in the fifth chapter. 
From this dissertation, the following conclusion can be made: 
a) The application of a field approach to communication studies has 















study of the casual relations among all the elements and their 
mutual influence and determination in human communication, 
characterized by multidimensionality and multi-determination. 
b) Differences in cultural properties of the participants bring about 
intercultural communication, and the distinction of 
Field-dependent vs. Field-independent in cognitive pattern is the 
most basic difference between Chinese and Westerners, which 
thus plays a decisive role in almost every aspect characterizing 
intercultural communication. 
c) Three aspects, interpersonal relations including face and Guanxi, 
communication styles with context, and the concept and use of 
time, best manifest the most basic difference between Chinese and 
Westerners in intercultural communication, and they also echo 
with some well-known comparisons between Chinese and 
Westerners, such as different face strategies, Chinese preference 
for Guanxi, high vs. low context and polychronic vs. monochronic 
time. 
 




















1.1 Research Scope 
 
The attempt presented below should not be understood as a matter of 
terminological adaptation or technical innovation, but of 
understanding the complex mechanism through which communication 
takes place in social-cultural and other communication-sensitive 
contexts. Actually, the field approach involves the obligation of setting 
communication into its proper framework. Field, in this dissertation, 
means energy, interaction, action and action at distance, and frame of 
reference. 
The author, on his own initiative, suggests a field approach from 
the perspectives of linguistics, physics, cultural studies, psychology 
and cognitive science. Such approach is applied to the study of 
communication and especially intercultural communication, which 
thus forms the main theoretical framework of this dissertation. 
With a field approach, the author conducts an in-depth analysis of 
the cognitive differences between Chinese and Westerners and later 
furthers such distinction to the pragmatic study of intercultural 
communication. Micro studies are conducted, in which interpersonal 
relations including face and Guanxi, communication styles and the 
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comparisons between Chinese and Westerners, including different face 
strategies, Chinese preference for Guanxi, high vs. low context and 
polychronic vs. monochronic time, are involved and restudied. 
As an attempt to explore intercultural communication with a new 
approach, this dissertation mainly addresses the following questions: 
a) Why should a field approach be applied to communication 
studies? 
b) What is the most basic difference between Chinese and 
Westerners in intercultural communication? 
c) What manifests such difference in intercultural communication 
between Chinese and Westerners? 
 
1.2. Research Methods 
 
1.2.1 Personal Experience 
 
The author has undertaken several short-term services in two 
intercultural corporations in Xiamen, namely Kodak (China) Co. Ltd. 
and Dell Computer (China) Co. Ltd. for about six months respectively. 
The author has conducted field investigation and accumulated rich 




The author has designed and conducted interviews with more than 
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The author has designed and distributed several questionnaires to 
corporate employees, students and teachers from China and some 
English-speaking countries.  
 
1.2.4 Case Study 
 
The author has carefully selected some cases of intercultural 
communication between Chinese and Westerners (mostly Americans). 
These case studies include both personal stories and organisational 
occasions, and most of them are followed by discussions. 
 
1.3 Research Purpose 
 
The purpose of this dissertation is to study communication in a field 
approach and apply it to intercultural communication, which the author 
believes, will help understand, facilitate and improve intercultural 
communication in today’s China. 
 The extended network of international contacts, ranging from 
migration patterns, rapid international transport and international 
                                                        
1 The author has been one of the webmasters of a famous BBS in China and has 
founded a private Internet chatroom. Various discussions related to 
intercultural communication in China have been sponsored and chaired by the 
author and in-depth interviews have been later conducted with those selected 
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business transactions to new technologies like cable TV, satellites and 
the Internet, has led to a concomitant increase in communication 
across national and ethnic borders. In recent years, there has been a 
growing awareness that these contacts may be negatively affected by 
severe communication problems that cannot be reduced to a lack of 
knowledge of the pronunciation, grammar or the lexicon of the 
languages involved. As a consequence, even the utterances of people 
who have studied a foreign language for a long time and have acquired 
a native-like fluency will never be unambiguously interpretable. 
Hence the study of intercultural communication is fertile and 
interest in the matter is lively among anthropologists, psychologists, 
linguists, and scholars from the less theoretically inclined spheres of 
international business and politics. This dissertation aims at setting a 
new approach for such study in a cultural-linguistic framework. As far 
as the author knows, no other study is known to have related Field 
Theory to communication study, not to mention its intercultural 
application. Investigation in this area will find more significance and 
echoes since it goes with the existing and future trend of 
communication studies: multidisciplinary. 
Nowadays misunderstandings or even conflicts in intercultural 
communication are commonplace, and it seems extremely difficult for 
both scholars and participants to reach a consensus as to the causes and 
solutions (if any), although the majority of the previous literature has 
already been devoted to detailed explanation and thorough discussion 













Chapter 1    Introduction 
 5 
rising “cultural nationalism” in China and elsewhere in Asia asserting 
their rights to undertake intercultural communication according to 
cultural norms of the host, known as “when in China, do as the 
Chinese do”, which has attracted heated discussion in both academic 
and business circles. The author of this dissertation hopes to give his 
own theoretical explanation and practical suggestions to the above 
matter through an in-depth comparison of the cognitive differences 
between Chinese and Westerners in intercultural communication.  
 
1.4 Definitions of the Key Terms: Communication and 
Culture 
 
As in many other disciplines of social science, it is hard to reach a 
consensus on the definition of many terms in communication and 
cultural studies. Bearing no intention to deny any of the existing ones, 
the author just tries to attempt his own definitions of communication 




The word “communication” derives from the Latin verb communicare, 
“to talk together, confer, discourse, and consult, one with another”. It 
is also intimately related to the Latin communitas, meaning not only 
community but also fellowship and justice in human dealings.  
Various definitions have been given to communication from 
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